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1. Who is Appreciate for?
Appreciate: Cards to support appreciative partnership learning is a tool to support the Higher
Education Academy’s (2014) Framework for partnership in learning and teaching in higher

education. The cards are designed to be used by staff (academic and professional services) and
students in higher education institutions (HEIs) who are seeking to develop or enhance
partnership learning. These may be partnerships between staff and students, among students,
or between HEIs and their students’ unions, associations, or guilds. Using the cards enables you
to learn from the experiences of members of successful partnerships. The challenges set out on
each card are prompts to think through key issues which others have found to impact on their
partnership.

Appreciate Instruction cards

Appreciate is designed to be a flexible resource. It can be used as a tool to aid individual
reflective practice or as a framework for collective activities which facilitate the
designing/planning, training, or review/development of a partnership learning community.

Appreciate includes instructions for how to use the cards. If you are considering using
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Appreciate, you can assess whether it will be more productive for you to adopt a systematic
approach (for example, by theme), approach it as a game of chance or, in the spirit of

Appreciate, to experiment with different ways of using the cards.
You may find other contexts in which Appreciate can productively be used. Examples might
include supporting transition to University or project planning. The cards challenge us to think
about issues such as how to learn well, what University means to us, and how we can
communicate better. There are many situations which would benefit from reflective
engagement with questions such as these.
Glossary

Appreciate – The challenges set out on cards described in this document.
Appreciate informant/interviewee – Someone who has taken part in an interview which has
informed the development of Appreciate
Ethics Committee – A committee that reviews a research proposal to ensure that it is not
designed in a way that is likely to cause harm to anyone.
Higher Education Institution (HEI)/University/Institution – An institution or organisation
which facilitates people studying for degrees.
Partnership – A way of working with others where everyone is treated as equal and can
share in the benefits of the work. In other words where “all involved are actively engaged in
and stand to gain from the process of working together to foster engaged student learning
and engaging learning and teaching enhancement” (Higher Education Academy 2014; 2).
Partnership learning community – A community who are engaged in partnership learning; a
means of achieving and sustaining partnership learning and embedding it in an institution’s
ethos and culture (Higher Education Academy 2014; 4).
Qualitative methods – Research methods which collect non-numeric data: observations,
stories, ideas and thoughts.
Semi-structured interview – Interviews where the interviewer has a set of questions to ask
but encourages the interviewee to direct the conversation too.
Values – What we take to be important. In this context, they concern the way we behave
and treat others.
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2. Values
Values take centre stage in the Framework for

partnership in learning and teaching in higher
education (Higher Education Academy 2014).
Appreciate was developed using methods aligned
with those values – see below. Using Appreciate will
support the conditions for those same values to
flourish in your partnership. The tool invites those
who use it to enrich their learning, their HEI, and its
community through thoughtful and creative
interactions. It has been designed to enact those
values, in particular:

Appreciate trusts those who will use it. The different
contexts in which partnerships take place mean that
a tool can’t be a ‘one-size-fits-all’ set of ‘how to’
suggestions (Zepke 2014: 704). Instead the activities
prompt you to think through what is important to
you and your partnership learning community. You
are the experts. Appreciate is a guide.

Appreciate – Send a thank you card
Appreciate also trusts those who use the tool will be both authentic and caring when they
undertake the challenges. The tool is only as good as the uses it’s put to. Those who use it
should commit to being honest with themselves as they undertake the tasks. They should also
commit to being open with, and respectful to, anyone else involved with their challenge. Where
challenges are being undertaken as part of a collective activity, it would be a good idea to
discuss and agree on standards for how you will interact with each other. Appreciate asks you
to be inclusive and to respect and celebrate difference.

Appreciate challenges those who will use it. When partnership works well it is transformative
for all involved. Cook-Sather and Luz (2014) describe partnership as a threshold concept,
recognising it can be troublesome as it transforms. Flourishing requires embracing, or at least
managing, the feelings and challenges created by changing how things are done. To do this we
must acknowledge where we are finding things difficult, reflect on why, and seek support and
6

encouragement. We must also be willing to provide those to others. Partnership learning is a
chance to be creative, to work differently, and to learn in interesting ways. The cards are an
invitation to expand and embed creativity and reward in to your partnership projects.
Importantly, Appreciate challenges those who use it to ensure that HEIs are spaces of real
meaning, understanding, and change.

Appreciate can be used to facilitate professional/personal development. It is aligned with the
Higher Education Academy’s (2011) Professional Standards Framework. It forefronts
Professional Values 1-3:
V1: Respect individual learners and diverse learning communities.
V2: Promote participation in higher education and equality of opportunity for learners.
V3: Use evidence-informed approaches and the outcomes from research, scholarship and
continuing professional development.
A useful exercise in any HEI using Appreciate would be to map the challenges against their
graduate attributes, programme-level intended outcomes, and/or institutional values.

3. Methods
Appreciate is evidence-based. It was developed through qualitative research investigating what
enables partnership projects in higher education (HE) to work well. Five Universities from
across the UK took part in the research: Birmingham City University, University of Edinburgh,
Keele University, Manchester Metropolitan University, and University of Exeter. Academics,
professional service staff, student union staff, and students took part in semi-structured
interviews. The 34 interviewees represented a wide variety of experience and a wealth of
expertise. Their partnerships included academics and students, student peer learning, HEIs and
student associations as well as partnerships with industry, communities, and other institutions
(public and third sector). Some of the partnerships were relatively new, others long running
(10+ years). Some of the partnerships were within credit-bearing modules, some were in
preparation for such modules, and still others existed as extra-curricular. The interviews lasted
between 30 and 90 minutes and were recorded with consent. The research was reviewed and
approved by a University of Exeter’s Ethics Committee.
The research used an Appreciative Inquiry framework (Cooperrider and Whitney 2008; Dyer
2015). Appreciative Inquiry is an approach to research which starts with the assumption that a
7

focus on what is working well can afford significant insights. Certainly, research informants are
more likely to be open in interviews if they are asked about positives and these interviews are
more likely to be a positive experience for them. In turn, research findings are likely to facilitate
their readers to make positive changes by identifying things that can work well and by inspiring
them. Interviewees in this research were asked about what enables their partnership to flourish
and those involved to share its benefits. Where they identified problems or mistakes they were
asked about their strategies for overcoming these.
Appreciative Inquiry is aligned with the values of the Framework (Higher Education Academy
2014). Participants are valued for their contribution in an inclusive way. The approach is
designed to empower them both, in the interview and afterwards. As qualitative research, the
informant is considered to be active in the construction of meaning within the research and the
aim of the interviews is a respectful dialogue.

4. Themes
Appreciate is organised by four themes: Learning,
Time & Space, Evidence & Communication, and
People. These are themes that emerged during the
Appreciative Inquiry interviews. These themes can
be used to organise how Appreciate is used, for
example by allowing users to focus on a particular
theme or ensuring they have an opportunity to
explore all four.

4.1 Learning
“I became a student with them.” (Academic)

“There was quite a different dynamic because it felt
like there was … a real sense that we were both
trying to figure out the same problem, as opposed
to you just presenting your problem to somebody else and them giving you advice, you were
both struggling with the same thing.” (Student)
8

Partnership learning creates the conditions for deep learning of disciplinary knowledge. This is
often through creating opportunities for interactions between staff and students, often in the
‘real world’ or in authentic settings. Disciplinary knowledge was described by one Appreciate
informant as the ‘glue’ which held the project together. When partnership learning is successful
the learning that takes place is exuberant. It spills over, touches many people, and goes
beyond disciplinary knowledge. To make the most of these opportunities, Learning cards set
three kinds of challenges. First, they challenges you to think about the nature of learning (who
does it and how, and what it feels like to learn). Secondly, additional challenges concern
learning in the context of your partnership (how will you learn the things that you will need to
for your partnership? How will you record learning and celebrate it?). Finally, it asks a set of
questions about HEIs as learning institutions. It is useful to reflect on what this entails, to
recognise what is means for you, and to think about how it might motivate you. What
opportunities does it offer?

4.2 Time and space
“I wanted to create a classroom outside of the class.” (Academic)

“I think often times we think that we have to bring students to us but I think going to them is
really important... going to a society event to pitch an idea or even just being in the Union and
sitting there and seeing people you know. They introduce new people or say ‘I’ve been thinking
about this idea, I’d like to talk to you about it’, that happens every time I go the Union.
Something is created!” (Professional Services Staff)

A partnership is conditioned by the times and spaces in which it operates. Time & Space cards
challenge you to notice things about time and space that you may have become part of what
you take for granted. Noticing our taken-for-granted assumption is an important step in
creating the conditions for change (Trowler, Fanghanel et al. 2005; 441). The challenges also
ask you to experiment with thinking and doing things differently in the spaces you inhabit and
to experiment with the differences you can make through these changes.

4.3 Evidence and communication
“We were (all) speaking with the public and you would not have thought that one person is
staff, that one is a student. We were (all) doing it because it was our project.” (Student)
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“Reporting is something that’s been really important to us from the beginning and a lot of it
was because we’re also a short-term funded project. It’s proving what we do has loads of
impacts. So we’ve tried to build in those processes, instead of doing a project and then
evaluating it, we have it all the way through” (Professional services staff)

Communication is central to creating successful partnership and the values which underpin it.
Evidence is one of the things you will need to communicate. Evidence & Communication cards
should focus your attention on productive ways to communicate – both with partnership
colleagues and with those others your project depends on. They provide an opportunity for you
to practise communicating, both as an individual and as a partnership. Finally, the challenges
ask you to consider your dissemination strategy. Dissemination should not be something
reserved for the end of the project. You will need to engage potential audiences as soon as
possible (Hinton, Gannaway et al. 2011).

4.4 People
“I think I stopped seeing a member of staff as this more distant figure and more, they’re a
learner as well, kind of thing. So it helped me realise that by all of our lecturers being
researchers, they were always on a journey towards learning more and doing more themselves.
They weren’t just static in their knowledge and we were just trying to catch them up. It was
that we were all moving towards knowing more and so in that sense, I think it did change quite
a lot: the way I perceive members of staff.” (Student)

“University has got a lot of creative people in it. I was on my journey of working with students
as partners and I realised I have to surround myself with likeminded people and find them or
seek them out from all over the university because I didn’t see my role as just stuck in a faculty
because if you go on this crazy journey, you become kind of like a campus lecturer.”
(Academic)

“We get caught up in people that are against it and we redesign things to make sure they come
along. I think I’ve learned that if you just get the real champions for it and keep pushing
forward, then word of mouth and conversations get people more involved. It’s about allowing
others to tell the story.” (Professional service staff)
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Partnership is all about people. People make these things work and make them worthwhile.

Appreciate allows us to pay attention to the people around us and suggests we connect with
them outside the role we occupy within our HEIs (student, academic, etc.). However, People
cards also recognise the value of ‘time out’ and quiet reflection. The idea is not always to be
with people but to make the most of the times when we are. Appreciate invites us notice the
differences and similarities between us and to enjoy both.

5. Next steps
The next step is to have a go using Appreciate. If you are unsure where to start, you should
attempt ‘Draw a map’. You do not need to already be working in partnership to undertake this
challenge. You will need some pens or pencils and paper and a little bit of time.

Appreciate – Draw a map
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Once you are using Appreciate you will see that each challenge could be extended or reinvented for your own purpose. As an example, you could include other categories on your
map. These might include feelings and times. You could ask others to map with you and create
a shared map. You could use play dough or papier-mâché (recipes available online). You could
find somewhere to display your map(s) and challenge others to enter someone else’s territories.
You could…..

Enjoy.
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